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Thirty Years

In the Beginning: ADE and the
Big Bang Revolution
Roger Bruns

Welcome to the celebration of the thirtieth anniversary of the founding of
the Association for Documentary Editing. Some people have compared the origins of the ADE with the American Revolution. Others have linked it to the big
bang theory. I prefer to think of it as a Big Bang Revolution. Anyway, today you
will get a little of the inside story of the creation of ADE. You see, I was there.
And with me today are three individuals who have joined the ADE at different times in its history. Charlene Bickford, editor of the First Congress
Project, who was also there at the beginning. Martha King, associate editor of
the Jefferson Papers who joined the ADE somewhat later, and Lisa Francavilla,
of the Jefferson Retirement Series and ADE’s current secretary, who joined
much more recently. I asked them simply to give us a few words of reflection as
ADE turns thirty.
But first, a few remarks. Let’s start with 1976, two hundred years after the
Declaration of Independence. See, there I go again. I had been with the
National Historical Publications and Records Commission for a decade. I
remember those days well. It was in 1976 that the word-processing machine, the
Wang 1200, was first introduced. I remember some of the editors began to talk
about using word processors. I went down to the Washington Convention
Center sometime in this period to visit a technology expo. And it was there at a
table set up by the Wang Company that I got this advertising button that the
folks were handing out. It says “My Wang Can Do Wonders.”
The word processors could, indeed, do wonders. Editors began to discuss
their use. They also began to exchange information about other editorial concerns
and practices. The NHPRC tried to encourage such interaction. By the mid
1970s, the NHPRC was not only providing grants to editorial projects but the
Commission had also undertaken some educational efforts. With Ford
Foundation and Mellon Foundation grants we launched a fellowship program that
continues to this day. And we began a series of conferences of editors to discuss
issues of mutual interest from transcription to annotation to new technologies.
We held one meeting at the University of Iowa, another in Atlanta in
1977, and a third in at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library in Hyde
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Park, New York, in April 1978. It was at the
Hyde Park meeting that the idea of starting
an association of editors took firm root. I must
say, however, that before that meeting, one
editor had been speaking with us at the
NHPRC on a number of occasions and with
other editors about the possibility of the formation of a new professional organization of
editors and others interested in the work. That
person was John Simon. John was the most
ardent champion of the idea, the real founding
father of ADE. John chaired the first session
at the Hyde Park meeting. It was called “A
National Organization of Editors?”
Now, I don’t know how much business
the members of the Constitutional
Convention in Philadelphia in 1787 conducted in pubs or hotels, but I can report that the
birth of ADE owes some credit to the Golden
Manor Motel down the street from the FDR
Library. It was there in one of its small rooms
that folks such as Linda De Pauw, Al
Goldberg, Frank Burke, David Chesnutt, John
Simon, and others discussed the idea long into
the night.
I could say that most of the liquid consumed that night at the motel was either Pepsi
or Seven-Up. I could also say that no one was smoking. I could also deny that
one person there that night even had a flask. But those statements would be
wrong.
Anyway, it was in the motel room, if my smoky memory is correct, that we
decided on the name of the organization. At one point it was going to be the
Association of Documentary Editors. Instead, we went for the more inclusive
name.
It was in Hyde Park, then, that the group decided to hold a meeting to
create a new organization. Seven months later it was off to the Chase-Park Plaza
Hotel in St. Louis—November 1978. It was there that the Founding Meeting
took place, chaired by John Simon who talked about how the ADE could be
valuable in a number of ways—to exchange information, to lobby, and to provide
mutual assistance. And it was there, on November 10, 1978, that about seventy
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individuals signed their names to a list of attendees, pledging their lives, their
fortunes, and their sacred honor—well, sort of. Arthur Link, who would become
ADE’s first president, was first to sign. There was no John Hancock among the
two columns of signatures, although Constance Myers’s signature was definitely
the largest, edging from the first column into the second.
A year later, in November 1979, the ADE held its first meeting at
Princeton University. The first session, entitled “The Solo Editor,” was chaired
by Joel Myerson and included papers by Barbara Oberg, Warren Billings, and
Claire Badaracco.
And so, the rest is history. For me, the ADE and the friends I have
worked with and drank Seven-Up with over the years have been a special part of
my life.
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